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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

\ The Editor does not hold himself responsible for opinions ex¬ 
pressed by his correspondents. Neither can he undertake to 
return , or to correspond with the writers of, rejected manu¬ 
scripts. No notice is taken of anonymous communications. 

The Earthquake 

With reference to the earthquake which occurred on the 
morning of February 23 last, it may be of interest to inform you 
that two of the magnetic registers of the Royal Observatory, 
Greenwich, entirely confirm the fact shown by the Kew hori¬ 
zontal-force register (Nature, March 3, p. 421), of the shock 
having been sensible in England. The particulars are as 
follows :— 

At 5h. 38m., Greenwich civil time, the declination and hori¬ 
zontal-force magnets were suddenly thrown into vibration by 
some cause not magnetic, the extent of vibration being in the case 
of declination 20" of arc, and in the case of horizontal force ‘004 
of the whole horizontal force. Other smaller vibrations will be 
observed, on the annexed copy of the Royal Observatory photo- 
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Copy of the photographic registers of the declination and horizontal-force 
magnets, as recorded at the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, 1887, 
February 23. 


graph, as occurring in declination at about 6h. om., and in hori¬ 
zontal force at about 5h. 45m., 7^* 40m,, and 7h. 5 om * 
respectively. No motions of this character were shown in 
the vertical-force magnetic register, the two earth-current 
registers, or in any of the meteorological registers. 

It may be mentioned that the declination magnet is a bar 
2 feet long, suspended by a single thread about 6 feet long, and 
stands in the magnetic meridian, and that the horizontal-force 
magnet, also 2 feet long, has a bifilar suspension, the threads, 
about 74 feet long, being twisted horizontally to cause the 
magnet to stand at right angles to the magnetic meridian. The 
time of vibration of the declination magnet is 24 seconds, and 
that of the horizontal-force magnet 21 seconds. The magnetic 
declination at Greenwich at the present time is about 17 0 53' 
west. W. H. M. Christie 

Royal Observatory, Greenwich, March 10 

The Engineer on the Dimensions of Physical Quantities 

In a brief book-notice {ante, p. 387) I commented on the 
grave error of measuring potential energy in terms of horse-power, 
comparing it with the allied absurdity of measuring distance in 
terms of speed. 1 also cited the following passage :— 

“dividing 3,942,400 foot-pounds per minute by 33,000 foot¬ 
pounds, we get 119 4 horse-power ” ; 
and I put beside it the allied absurdity : — 

“ dividing 500/. a year by 50/., we get 10/. a year.” 

I thought it superfluous to point out the nature of the mistake, 
but I judged rashly. For the Engineer (in a leader, of March 4, 
1887) has made a somewhat excited attack on this and other of 
my statements ^remarking 

“we are in doubt whether ‘P. G. T.’ really has any idea 
what {sic) the expression means.” 

To this charge I plead guilty. For if I were myself to divide 
3,942,400 foot-pounds per minute by 33,000 foot-pounds, the 
result would contain the unit of time alone ; and could certainly 
not express horse-power. It might be angular velocity perhaps. 
It is true that if I were to divide 3,942,400 foot-pounds per 
minute by the mere number 33,000, I should probably obtain 
the result 1 19 *4 horse power. But the Engineer will ascribe 


all this to the pedantry of the “professor,” for its article goes 
even farther in absurdity than does the passage quoted above. 
It leaves out the “ per minute” and says the author “ is strictly 
correct (sic) when he says that 3,942,400 foot-pounds are to be 
divided by 33,000 foot-pounds to get the horse-power” ! Alas 
for Fourier, and Dimensions of physical quantities ! ! 

I wonder what the Engineer would assign as the result of 
dividing; ip eggs per minute by 2 eggs. Would it, or would it 
not, be 5 eggs per minute? P. G. T. 


Tabasheer 

Mr. W. T. Thiselton Dyer’s ingenious contribution on 
Tabasheer in Nature (p. 396) will doubtless be interesting in 
connection with the subject of the nature and mode of distribu¬ 
tion of silica in vegetable bodies, in which it is so often 
contained. 

Brewster, in 1819, says {Edinburgh Philosophical Journal , n. 
I, p. 147) :—“ It is found in the joints of the female (?) bamboo, 
sometimes in a fluid state like milk, sometimes with the con¬ 
sistency of honey, but generally in the form of a hard concretion. 
Some specimens of it are transparent, and resemble very much 
small fragments of the artificial pastes made in imitation of 
opal; Others are exactly like chalk, while a third kind is of an 
intermediate character, and has a slight degree of translucency. 

“ In the year 1804, Messrs. Humboldt and Blonpland brought 
with them from America some specimens of tabasheer, called 
guaduas butter by the Creoles, taken from the bamboos which 
grow to the west of Pinchincha in the Cordilleras of the Andes 
(Humboldt’s ‘Personal Narrative,’ vol. i. Introd. p. xii. note). 
These specimens were analysed in 1805, by Messrs. Fourcroy 
and Yauquelin {Memolres de PInstitut, tom. vi. p. 382), who 
found them to be different from the tabasheers of Asia. Instead 
of being wholly composed of silex, they contained only 70 per 
cent, of ’this earth, and 30 per cent, of potash, lime, and 
water. ” 

Cohn speaks of two kinds of tabasheer, viz. crude and 
calicified. The former consists of roundly-angular pieces of 
unequal sizes, possessing all degrees between transparency and 
opaqueness, and passing from brownish, reddish, yellowish, or 
dark gray to black in colour ; the latter is opal-like, milky, or 
pale in colour, not unlike a lump of sugar, Tabasheer can be 
cut into pieces very easily, and shows, in polarised light, only 
extremely feeble double reflection. 

Brewster, moreover, by studying the optical properties of 
tabasheer, formed one of the semi-transparent specimens, which 
he obtained from Nagpore and Hyderabad, into a prism, and 
found to his 1 c great surprise that the refractive power of taba¬ 
sheer was not only lower than water, but so much lower, as to 
be almost intermediate between water and gases.” The results 
he obtained are as follows :— 

Index of 
refraction 

Air . I-OOOO + 

Tabasheer from Hyderabad, yellowish by reflected 

light . 1*1115 

Tabasheer from Nagpore ... I (1*1454 

,, ,, ,, harder f bluish by re- ) 1-1503 

>> „ >, ... ( fleeted light 1 1*1535 

,, ,, ,, very hard) (1*1825 

Water.1*3358 

As to the chemical constituents of this substance, Poleck’s 
recent analysis {Pot. Centra lb l. Band xxix., 1887, p. 95) shows 
that it contains 99'6 per cent, of pure silicic acid and only o'4 
per cent, of other mineral matters, as natrium, sulphuric acid, 
&c., but neither potash nor phosphoric acid has been detected. 
The crude specimens contain 58 per cent, of water ; the calicified 
specimens, on the other hand, are free from water. 

We may perhaps dwell shortly upon the habitat of tabasheer. 
Mr. Dyer has fully shown its occurrence in India; now let us 
consider whether it occurs further in the eastern parts of Asia, 
as in China and Japan, where the growth of bamboos is still in 
full vigour. In China, tabasheer is known as Tien-chii-hwang 
or Chii-hwang, that is, the “'yellow (substance) of bamboo” ; 
or sometimes called Chii-kaou, or the “ cerate of bamboo.” 
“ Pun-tsaou-kang-muh” says: f< They are produced inside the stem 
of bamboos, and look somewhat like yellow earth ; they may 
be often found attached in masses to the inside of the bamboo 
cane.” 

From the well-known old Japanese encyclopaedia, “Wakan 
Sansai Dsuye,” the following descriptions may be quoted: 
“ After bamboos have been cut down in March or April, and 
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left for some time, tabasbeer is sometimes found inside the stem 
when broken.” In Japan it is called Take Miso, and I have 
only heard that some portion of fluid, or some solid particles, 
occur inside the stem of bamboo, but not to such a remarkable 
extent as we meet with in India. In the Island of Kiusiu, the 
stem of bamboos is found sometimes filled with fluid, and 
especially in the province of Satsuma, particles like grains of 
sand are often detected. In a new Japanese work about bam¬ 
boos, entitled “ Nihon Chikufu,” or “ A Collection of Japanese 
Bamboos,” by Nawoto Katayama, published in three volumes 
in Tokio in 1885, it is stated that in Tokio, if bamboos from the 
neighbouring provinces of Shimotsuke and Hitachi are kept till 
July or August and then broken, some watery juice or particles 
like sand may frequently be found. These particles are pale 
yellow in colour, but the quantity is only sufficient to fill a very 
small shell. “ Somoku Seifu,” and other Japanese botanical books, 
also mention tabasheer. Tokutaro Ito 

Cambridge 

“ The Origin of Mountain Ranges” 

The reviewer of “ The Origin of Mountain Ranges in Nature 
(Feb. 17, p. 361) says, in reference to my views on the con¬ 
traction hypothesis :—“ He seems to hold that, according to the 
contractionists, crumpling is produced by unequal contraction in 
the solid shell itself, which certainly is not their view. And he 
entirely omits all reference to the one fact which is the life and 
soul of the hypothesis, that the earth’s crust is not strong enough 
to stand by itself without support, a fact which admits of rigid 
mathematical demonstration.” 

Will you kindly permit me to state that this is an entire mis¬ 
apprehension ; that I hold neither view ; and I have a diffi¬ 
culty in understanding how such inferences can be drawn from 
anything contained in the work. T. Met.LARD Reade 

Liverpool, February 18 


I AM very sorry if I have represented Mr. Reade as saying what 
he did not intend to say, but the construction I put upon his words 
seemed, and still seems, to me to be that which they naturally 
bear. Mr, Reade’s notion of what it is that the contraction 
hypothesis maintains, and his reasons for differing from its 
conclusions, are apparently summarised in Chapter XI. on pp. 
121-23. He there tries to form an estimate of the ratio 
between the radial and circumferential contractions within a shell 
of 30 miles in thickness which he assumes to be solid. It 
seemed to me accordingly that he was contemplating only con¬ 
traction within a thin shell which he himself starts with assuming 
to be solid, and that he deals only with ‘ 1 unequal contraction in 
the solid shell itself.” 

If Mr. Reade meant something quite different from this, I 
failed to grasp his meaning ; that this was so may or may not 
be my fault, but in either case I am much obliged to Mr. Reade 
for putting me right, and very sorry that I should have laid upon 
him the troublesome necessity of pointing out my mistake. 

What the other view is which Mr. Reade disavows, and what 
other inferences are contained in the passage he has quoted, I 
confess that I am unable to discover. A. H. Green 

Leeds, March 13 


The Vitality of Seeds 

In a letter in your last issue (p. 414) upon the vitality 
of seeds, “N. E. P.” states that Prof. Judd in his ad¬ 
dress to the Geological Association (I presume he means 
the Geological Society) was reported to have said: “ The 
botanist cites the germination of seeds, taken from ancient 
Egyptian tombs, as a striking illustration of how long life 
may remain dormant in the vegetable world.” This ap¬ 
pears to be a remarkable assertion to emanate from such an 
eminent scientific man as Prof. Judd, for if he really did make 
this statement one would think he must have some good proof 
quite incontrovertible. I must admit I am sceptical, and do 
not place credence in the statements that have been made by 
certain people, that wheat or barley, which is frequently found 
in the ancient tombs of Egypt, could possibly germinate after 
the lapse, say, of 3000 years. 

We have often heard of people having had tricks played upon 
them by crafty Arabs, who, when discovering grain, knowing, 
perhaps, that the purchaser wished to test it, substituted for it 
some of modem date, which was said to be of the same species. 


When this was sown, it germinated, and probably yielded 
a fine crop; but the real grain found’ in the tomb was to all 
purposes dead. Mummy-wheat is, I presume, simply a com¬ 
mercial name for a certain species, which has no sort of connec¬ 
tion with the tombs of ancient Egypt. Sir Gardner Wilkinson, 
in his book “The Ancient Egyptians,” vol. i. p. 471, refers to 
experiments having been successfully made with some grains of 
corn discovered in the tombs. Dr. Birch added the following 
footnote :—“ The experiments are said to have been made in 
France. (The possibility of corn germinating after so many 
years is strongly denied by some botanists on account of the 
impossibility of the delicate and minute embryo, placed im¬ 
mediately below the surface, being preserved so long in life, 
close to the surface.)” 

As the late Dr. Birch in the above made reference to experi* 
ments having been made in France, I beg to quote the opinion 
of M. PauJ. Pierret, a very eminent Egyptologist, Conservateur 
du Musee Egyptien du Louvre, in his “ Dictionnaire d’Archeo- 
logie Egyptienne,” under the head of “ Ble ” :— 

“ Tout ce qui a ete dit sur la germination des grains recueillis 
dans les hypogees est absolument faux; tous les essais tentes 
dans les conditions voulues de :sincerite scientifique ont avorte. 
Ce ble, seme dans la terre humide, s’amollit, s’eufle, se decom¬ 
pose, et, au bout de neuf jours, est entierement detruit.” 

F. G. LIilton Price 

29 Weymouth Street, W., March 7 


I beg to refer your correspondent “N. E. P.,” on this subject, 
to my “ Memoir of the Late Professor Henslow,” p. 207, where 
I have given the results of copious experiments made by him in 
reference to the vitality of seeds, as well as the results of a close 
investigation of the whole subject by himself, Dr. Daubeny, 
and others—being a Committee appointed for the purpose in 
1840 by the British Association ; all tending to show that no 
seeds retain their vitality for much more than forty years, and 
very few for anything like so long, and throwing utter discredit 
upon often-received statements as to the long-retained vitality of 
the so-called mummy-wheat found in the catacombs of Egypt. 

Bath, March 7 L. Blomefield 


The question put by your correspondent with reference to the 
germination of seeds taken from ancient Egyptian tombs appears 
to be directly answered by M. A. de Candolle in his work 
on “The Origin of Cultivated Plants.” His words are: — 
“ I think it pertinent to say that no grain taken from an 
ancient Egyptian sarcophagus and sown by agriculturists has 
ever been known to germinate. It is not that the thing is im¬ 
possible, for grains are all the better preserved that they are 
protected from the air and fr6m variations of temperature or 
humidity, and certainly these conditions are fulfilled by Egyptian 
monuments ; but as a matter of fact, the attempts at raising 
wheat from these ancient seeds have not been successful.” 

However, if the germination of mummy-wheat is not sufficiently 
authenticated, Prof. Judd might perhaps point to other cases which, 
although of less value on account of their antiquity, would never¬ 
theless go far enough to prove his point. There is, I believe, 
the case recorded by Dr. Lindley of some raspberries “raised 
in the garden of the Horticultural Society from seeds taken from 
the stomach of a man whose skeleton was found thirty feet 
below the surface of the earth, at the bottom of a barrow which 
was opened near Dorchester. He had been buried with some 
coins of the Emperor Hadrian, and it is therefore probable that 
the seeds were sixteen or seventeen hundred years old.” 

The following well-ascertained fact, recorded by Prof. 
Duchartre and others, may prove of interest. Some years ago 
in Paris, when a number of very old houses were being pulled 
down in the “ Cite” to make room for Haussmannian improve¬ 
ments, Dr. Boisduval examined some dark-looking earth taken 
from the very foundations of one of those houses. The earth 
was found to contain seeds, which, being planted carefully under 
a glass bell, germinated in due time, and proved to be seeds of 
Juncus bufonius, L. This plant, as is well known, affects 
damp, marshy places such as the island was on which Lutetia 
Parisioram grew up. It was therefore admitted as very probable 
that those seeds of f uncus bufonius must have been dormant in 
the ground ever since the time when the “Cite” marshes 
became dried up, and the ground began to be occupied by 
houses. L. Martial Klein 

University College, Dublin 


© 1887 Nature Publishing Group 








